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W o u l d  E d m u n d  B u r k e  C e l e b r a t e  T h e  
B i c e n t e n n i a l  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n ?  
E D W A R D  C O L E  
W e  a r e  n o w  l e s s  t h a n  a  y e a r  f r o m  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n s  m a r k i n g  t h e  t w o  h u n d r e d t h  
a n n i v e r s a r y  o f  t h e  g r e a t  u p h e a v a l  t h a t  b r o u g h t  u s ,  a m o n g  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  t h e  s l o g a n  
" L i b e r t y ,  E q u a l i t y ,  F r a t e r n i t y , "  t h e  m e t r i c  s y s t e m ,  a n d  N a p o l e o n .  I n  F r a n c e  i t s e l f ,  w h e r e  
t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  i s  s t i l l  a  d i v i s i v e  p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e ,  a n d  w h e r e  a t  p r e s e n t  t h i n g s  a r e  r e l a -
t i v e l y  h a r m o n i o u s ,  t h e r e  a r e  i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  m a i n  e v e n t s  m a y  b e  s t a g e d  c h i e f l y  
f o r  t h e  t o u r i s t  t r a d e .  A n d  i n d e e d  t r a v e l l e r s  w i l l  b e  t h e r e ,  f o r  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n  
w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  r e c o g n i z a b l e  t u r n i n g  p o i n t s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  w e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  S o m e  
o f  t h e m  m a y  e v e n  r e c a l l  t h a t  t h e  m o s t  i n f l u e n t i a l  c r i t i c  o f  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  w a s  n o t  
F r e n c h ,  b u t  A n g l o - I r i s h ,  a n d  t h a t  1 9 9 0  w i l l  m a r k  t h e  b i c e n t e n n i a l  o f  E d m u n d  B u r k e ' s  
R e f l e c t i o n s  o n  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  i n  F r a n c e .  
T h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n  h a s  n o t  l a c k e d  h o s t i l e  c r i t i c s ,  f r o m  t h a t  d a y  t o  t h i s  ( i n d e e d  
t h e  v e r y  l a t e s t  h i s t o r i c a l  s c h o l a r s h i p  i s  g e n e r a l l y  h o s t i l e ) ,  i n c l u d i n g  s u c h  w e i g h t y  n a m e s  
a s  t h a t  o f  H i p p o l y t e  T  a i n e ,  w h o  c o n t r i b u t e d  s i x  v o l u m e s  l i s t i n g  m a i n l y  c r i m e s  a n d  
o u t r a g e s  a g a i n s t  h u m a n i t y .  B u t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  a n d  m o s t  i n s i g h t f u l  o f  t h e m  a l l  i s  B u r k e ,  
a  b e s t - s e l l i n g  a u t h o r  i n  h i s  o w n  t i m e ,  a n d  s t i l l  a n  i m p o r t a n t  i n f l u e n c e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
i n  F e b r u a r y  1 9 8 8 ,  A d a m  M i c h n i k ,  i n - h o u s e  h i s t o r i a n  o f  P o l a n d ' s  S o l i d a r i t y  U n i o n ,  
p u b l i c l y  s t a t e d  t h a t  i f  h e  c o u l d  p r e s e n t  G o r b a c h e v  w i t h  o n e  b o o k ,  i t  w o u l d  b e  a  t r a n s -
l a t i o n  o f  B u r k e ' s  R e f l e c t i o n s ,  w h i c h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  i s  p r e s e n t l y  b a n n e d  i n  c o m m u n i s t  c o u n -
t r i e s .  T h e  h i s t o r i a n  G e o r g e s  L e f e b v r e  w r o t e  o f  B u r k e :  " B e t t e r  t h a n  a n y  o f  h i s  
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  h e  p e r c e i v e d  t h e  m o s t  e s s e n t i a l  a n d  e n d u r i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  r e v o l u -
t i o n  i n  F r a n c e . "  P r a c t i c a l l y  e v e r y  y e a r  h a s  b r o u g h t  f o r t h  a  n e w  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  R e f l e c -
t i o n s ,  a n d  w i t h  t h e  c o m i n g  a n n i v e r s a r y  i n  v i e w ,  B u r k e - s c h o l a r s  m u s t  b e  o r d e r i n g  
a d d i t i o n a l  b o o k s h e l v e s .  T h u s  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a v o i d  s p e c u l a t i n g  o n  w h a t  t h e  R e v o l u -
t i o n ' s  g r e a t e s t  c r i t i c  w o u l d  t h i n k  o f  t h e  i m p e n d i n g  c e l e b r a t i o n s  i n  F r a n c e .  
W h a t  B u r k e  m i g h t  t h i n k  t o d a y  w o u l d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  d e p e n d  m a i n l y  o n  w h a t  h e  t h o u g h t  
o f  i t  i n  1 7 9 0 .  T h o u g h  t o  t h e  u n i n i t i a t e d  t h a t  m i g h t  s e e m  a  f a i r l y  s i m p l e  t a s k ,  m o d e r n  
s c h o l a r s h i p ,  a s  u s u a l ,  h a s  m a n a g e d  t o  p r e s e n t  u s  w i t h  a  b e w i l d e r i n g  a r r a y  o f  r e v i s i o n i s t  
o p i n i o n s ,  a n d  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h r o w  m a n y  b o o k s  i n t o  t h e  h o p p e r  b e f o r e  o n e  c a n  
d i s t i l l  t h e  c o n s e n s u s  o n  B u r k e ' s  c r i t i q u e .  O n  v a r i o u s  p o i n t s  t h e r e  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i v e r -
g e n c e .  A  n u m b e r  o f  s c h o l a r s  c h a r g e  B u r k e  w i t h  a r i s t o c r a t i c  c l a s s - b i a s ,  a r g u i n g  t h a t  
" h e  w a s  s p e a k i n g  o n l y  f o r  t h e  p r o p e r t i e d  c l a s s  o f  h i s  c o u n t r y , "  a n d  w a s  o n l y  c o n c e r n e d  
t o  d e f e n d  " c h i v a l r y  a n d  a l l  t h a t " ;  b u t  t h i s  s c h o o l  o f  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  c o n t r a d i c t e d  b y  
a n o t h e r  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  j u s t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  i s  t r u e ,  b e c a u s e  B u r k e ,  h i m s e l f  a n  I r i s h m a n  
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of modest birth, "attacked the aristocracy, opposing to an aristocracy of birth a natu-
ral aristocracy (as did Jefferson and John Adams)." 
Philosophers have sustained a spirited dispute on such matters as Burke's relation-
ship to Aristotle, Cicero, St. Thomas, Locke, Montesquieu, and Hume Uust to men-
tion a few of the obvious influences on his thought). Political scientists have argued 
Burke's place on the political spectrum, noting that he worked against the enemies 
of the American Revolution, but two decades later was himself an enemy of revolu-
tion in France. Some studies represent him as an extremist, flatly stating in one case 
that "nobody tried to be more conservative than Burke." To others, however, he was 
"an apostle of moderation." Burke is charged with ignorance of the industrial revolu-
tion, so that, like Metternich in 1815, he constructed the defenses of an aristocratic 
castle which even then was being sapped by new productive forces. But he is also lauded 
as one of the first informed critics of modern industry. In 1756, for example, Burke 
described the plight of Britain's 300,000 miners and industrial laborers "daily bathed," 
he deplored, "in the poisonous damps and destructive effluvia of lead, silver, copper 
and arsenic." And any reader of the Annual Register, an historical almanac founded 
by Burke in 1758 and edited by him until about 1765, when his parliamentary career 
commenced, will note that he had a keen eye for the elements of social and economic 
history, including statistics of trade and production. 
The obvious truth is that Burke was amazingly complex, and that his mind was 
furnished not only with the theories of Locke and others, but also with a somewhat 
contradictory, and perhaps typically English, regard for the past, the whole leavened 
by wisdom learned in the hard school of statesmanship. To historians examining Burke's 
credentials as a critic of the Revolution, the most important question, however, is 
whether he knew anything reliable about the France of which he wrote in 1790. 
The most eloquent charge of historical ignorance was brought against Burke by Alfred 
Cobban, whose audacious book, Edmund Burke and the Revolt against the Eighteenth 
Century, set out to link the author of the Reflections to the quixotic and anti-rational 
Romanticism of the Lake Poets. Cobban notes that as early as 1770, on the pages 
of the Annual Register, in phraseology suggestive of Gibbon (they were mutual admirers), 
Burke predicted that because of its "injudicious" and "oppressive" system of taxation 
the French monarchy "may at length fall of its own enormous weight." Nevertheless, 
Cobban notes, when the collapse actually came, in a fit of almost willful ignorance, 
Burke fell back on "the absurd expedient of assuming the Revolution to be the result 
of a conspiracy." The great statesman's knowledge of the Revolution, Cobban avers, 
was poetic, not based on the rational insights of history. 
18 
Morer 
final ana 
Nature oj 
about Fr 
feared it. 
tury, Bur 
his magr 
famous ir 
Count d 
younger 
tions Bur 
that his 
B.W. 
"as usua 
able thar 
of BurkE 
equippec 
remindir 
institutic 
provides 
Perhar 
the Fren 
1789 an< 
his insigl 
recently. 
Aside 
what ba~ 
tance of 
ical posi 
In old 
England 
for exarr 
its princi 
political 
to the gr 
of Aristc 
r t h  a  n a t u -
' s  r e l a t i o n -
t s t  t o  m e n -
a v e  a r g u e d  
1 e  e n e m t e s  
o f  r e v o l u -
n  o n e  c a s e  
; e r ,  h e  w a s  
r i a l  r e v o l u -
u i s t o c r a t i c  
a l s o  l a u d e d  
l p l e ,  B u r k e  
l y  b a t h e d , "  
r e r ,  c o p p e r  
l C  f o u n d e d  
t a r y  c a r e e r  
I  e c o n o m i c  
m i n d  w a s  
s o m e w h a t  
. e  l e a v e n e d  
i n g  B u r k e ' s  
1 0 w e v e r ,  i s  
i n  1 7 9 0 .  
e  b y  A l f r e d  
E i g h t e e n t h  
1 t i - r a t i o n a l  
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~vertheless, 
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~the r e s u l t  
> b a n  a v e r s ,  
B u r k e  t o o k  g r e a t  c a r e  t o  k n o w  a b o u t  F r a n c e ,  
l a r g e l y  b e c a u s e  h e  d i s l i k e d  i t  s o  m u c h  
M o r e  r e c e n t  s c h o l a r s h i p  h a s  t a k e n  C o b b a n  s e r i o u s l y ,  b u t  m o s t  w r i t e r s  h a v e ,  i n  t h e  
f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  f o u n d  h i s  a r g u m e n t s  u n c o n v i n c i n g  o n  t h i s  p o i n t .  I n  h i s  B u r k e  a n d  t h e  
N a t u r e  o f  P o l i t i c s ,  C a r l  B .  C o n e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  f o u n d  t h a t  B u r k e  t o o k  g r e a t  c a r e  t o  k n o w  
a b o u t  F r a n c e ,  l a r g e l y  b e c a u s e  h e  d i s l i k e d  i t  s o  m u c h ,  a n d  l o n g  b e f o r e  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n ,  
f e a r e d  i t .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  m u c h  i n  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  c o s m o p o l i t a n  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n -
t u r y ,  B u r k e  a l s o  g r e a t l y  a d m i r e d  t h e  F r e n c h ,  a n d  e n t e r t a i n e d  m a n y  o f  t h e m  a t  G r e g o r i e s ,  
h i s  m a g n i f i c e n t  B e a c o n s f i e l d  e s t a t e .  A m o n g  t h e s e  w e r e  i n d i v i d u a l s  l a t e r  t o  b e c o m e  
f a m o u s  i n  t h e  a n n a l s  o f  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n :  A b b e  R e y n a l ,  J e a n  B a p t i s t e  " A n a c h a r s i s "  C l o o t s ,  
C o u n t  d e  M i r a b e a u ,  M a d a m e  d e  G e n l i s ,  J e a n  D u P o n t  ( I n t e n d e n t  o f  M e t z ) ,  a n d  h i s  
y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r  C h a r l e s  J e a n  a l l  k n e w  t h e  I r i s h  h o s p i t a l i t y  o f  G r e g o r i e s .  I n  t h e  R e f l e c -
t i o n s  B u r k e  a l s o  r e f e r s  t o  h a v i n g  s e e n  t h e  F r e n c h  C o u r t ,  a n d  i t  i s  k n o w n  f o r  c e r t a i n  
t h a t  h i s  s o n  R i c h a r d  w a s  r e c e i v e d  t h e r e  b y  L o u i s  X V I .  
B .  W .  H i l l ,  e d i t o r  o f  E d m u n d  B u r k e  o n  G o v e r n m e n t ,  P o l i t i c s ,  a n d  S o c i e t y ,  f o u n d  t h a t  
" a s  u s u a l  B u r k e  h a d  i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h e  F r e n c h  d e t a i l s  c l o s e l y  a n d  w a s  t h e r e f o r e  b e t t e r  
a b l e  t h a n  m o s t  o f  h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  t o  s e e  t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t  e l e m e n t s  [ a n d  t h a t ]  s o m e  
o f  B u r k e ' s  m o s t  b a s i c  c o n c e p t i o n s  a r o s e  f r o m  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  a p p r o a c h e d  p o l i t i c s  
e q u i p p e d  w i t h  a  m e a s u r e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  v i s i o n  u n u s u a l  i n  h i s  d a y . "  H e  w a s  c o n t i n u a l l y  
r e m i n d i n g  t h e  H o u s e  o f  C o m m o n s  t h a t  e v e r y  a g e  h a s  i t s  p e c u l i a r i t i e s ,  t h a t  h u m a n  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  a r e  b o r n ,  m a t u r e  a n d  d e c l i n e ,  a n d  t h a t  e a c h  s t a g e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  e x i s t e n c e  
p r o v i d e s  u n i q u e  s t r e n g t h s  a n d  v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s .  
P e r h a p s  t h e  b e s t  w a y  t o  a p p r e h e n d  B u r k e ' s  d e g r e e  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  k n o w l e d g e  i s  t o  r e a d  
t h e  F r e n c h  h i s t o r y  s e c t i o n s  w r i t t e n  b y  B u r k e  a n d  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  A n n u a l  R e g i s t e r  f o r  
1 7 8 9  a n d  f o r  1 7 9 0 .  T h e  m o d e m  r e a d e r  w i l l  c o m e  a w a y  i m p r e s s e d  b y  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  
h i s  i n s i g h t s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  c o n f i r m e d  b y  p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n s  o n l y  c o m p a r a t i v e l y  
r e c e n t l y .  
A s i d e  f r o m  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  c o n c e r n i n g  w h y  B u r k e  c r i t i c i z e d  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n  a n d  o n  
w h a t  b a s i s ,  t h e r e  i s  a  s t r o n g  c o n s e n s u s  a m o n g  s c h o l a r s  a s  t o  t h e  d e p t h  a n d  t h e  i m p o r -
t a n c e  o f  h i s  c o m p e l l i n g  w a r n i n g  t o  t h e  W e s t ,  w h i c h  m o s t  a g r e e  r e s t e d  o n  t h r e e  h i s t o r -
i c a l  p o s i t i o n s :  t h e  p o l i t i c a l ,  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  a n d  t h e  s p i r i t u a l .  
I n  o l d  r e g i m e  E u r o p e ,  t h e  c o m m o n  a s s u m p t i o n  a m o n g  t h e  e d u c a t e d  o f  F r a n c e  a n d  
E n g l a n d  w a s  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  t h e  t w o  c o u n t r i e s .  V o l t a i r e  a n d  M o n t e s q u i e u ,  
f o r  e x a m p l e ,  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e y  u n d e r s t o o d  t h e  B r i t i s h  C o n s t i t u t i o n  a n d  c o u l d  a p p l y  
i t s  p r i n c i p l e s  t o  F r a n c e .  F o r  h i s  p a r t ,  B u r k e  w a s  a n  o p t i m i s t  o f  t h e  s a m e  s o r t .  H i s  w h o l e  
p o l i t i c a l  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n  w a s  b a s e d  o n  t h e  f i r m  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t ,  l e f t  
t o  t h e  g r a d u a l  w o r k i n g s  o f  t i m e ,  F r a n c e  w o u l d  e v o l v e  a l o n g  B r i t i s h  l i n e s .  H i s  r e a d i n g  
o f  A r i s t o t l e  a n d  M o n t e s q u i e u  c o n v i n c e d  h i m  t h a t  F r a n c e  p o s s e s s e d  t h e  b a s i c  e l e m e n t s  
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of an ideal "mixed" Constitution: monarchic, oligarchic, and democratic. To him, the 
Revolution represented the destruction of the one and of the few by the many; the 
crucial date was not 14 July (Bastille Day), but 4 August (when aristocratic privilege 
fell), or 6 October (when the royal family was taken). In essence, Burke reproached 
the French for not having a Glorious Revolution like that of England a century earlier. 
It is hardly surprising to discover that the catalyst which set Burke to writing was a 
pro-French discourse read by a free-thinking parson at a meeting of the Revolution 
[i.e., of 1688] Society of London. Burke considered this Revolution no revolution at 
all, but rather a restoration of a balance temporarily disturbed by the overweening 
pretensions of the monarchic element. To compare it to the democratic usurpations 
of the National Assembly was positively pernicious! And thus the Reflections were 
written. 
Burke may have been too optimistic about the strength of the "ancient constitu-
tion" of France, but most of his modern readers find that his remarkable grasp "of 
the essence of the Revolution" rested on his assumption that the French Revolution 
was mainly a revolution of ideas, and that this was what constituted the greatest threat 
to civilized order. It was Burke who called Rousseau "the insane Socrates of the National 
Assembly," but his criticism went much beyond Rousseau to indict many of the core 
assumptions of the Enlightenment. The pernicious ideas Burke saw at work were those 
that exalted the individual, that insisted on the test of Reason as the only test, and 
that brought all the painfully-wrought institutions of civilization before the bar of modern 
science, accused of being the offspring of ignorance and superstition because they had 
grown out of history, rather than from the pipedreams of armchair utopians. He saw 
that behind the actions of the National Assembly (and later, behind those of the Jacobins 
and their ilk) there lay the assumption that mankind is progressing, can be perfected, 
and should look only to the future. Burke shuddered for the fate of a nation that 
would regard liberty as emancipation from inherited wisdom, from creeds and oaths 
and from established institutions. Atomized and directionless, the last hope of such 
a nation would be naked force, and the military regime necessary to it. As revolution-
ary events unfolded, leading to the Terror and ultimately to Napoleon, Burke's Reflec-
tions came to be regarded almost as a book of prophecy. 
Burke's demonstration of the relationship of ideas to politics is impressive, but many 
modern scholars emphasize the importance of a more profound spiritual understand-
ing: a belief in a fundamental "eternal moral order which is immanent in the histori-
cal process." In Burke's view, the purpose of human institutions was to enable men 
to live the good life by participating in this objective moral order. Thus, in his book, 
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I t  w a s  B u r k e  w h o  c a l l e d  R o u s s e a u  t h e  i n s a n e  
S o c r a t e s  o f  t h e  N a t i o n a l  A s s e m b l y  
g o v e r n m e n t s  w e r e  t o  b e  j u d g e d  b y  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  i n  r e s t r a i n i n g  h u m a n  a p p e t i t e s  a n d  
r e i g n i n g  i n  t h e  v i o l e n c e  w h i c h  a l w a y s  t h r e a t e n s  t h e  f r e e  a n d  j u s t  l i f e .  
S e n s i t i v e  t o  h i s t o r y ,  B u r k e  i n s i s t e d  t h a t  t h e  w i s d o m  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  
o f  m e n  w a s  f a r  g r e a t e r  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  p r o d u c e d  b y  s h e e r  a b s t r a c t  t h o u g h t  
i n  a  s i n g l e  c e n t u r y .  I n  t h e  f o r m  u s e f u l  t o  m e n ,  s u c h  w i s d o m  w a s  c o n v e y e d  a s  " p r e j u -
d i c e  a n d  p r e s c r i p t i o n , "  a  k i n d  o f  f o l k l o r e ,  a p t l y  d e s c r i b e d  i n  R u s s e l l  K i r k ' s  E d m u n d  
B u r k e :  A  G e n i u s  R e c o n s i d e r e d ,  a s  " t h e  s u p r a - r a t i o n a l  w i s d o m  o f  t h e  s p e c i e s . "  I t s  s o u r c e  
l a y  i n  h i s t o r y ,  s o m e  o f  i t  w r i t t e n ,  s o m e  n o t .  A n d  h i s t o r y  i s  " t h e  g r a d u a l  r e v e l a t i o n  
o f  a  S u p r e m e  d e s i g n , "  t h o u g h  n o t  c h a r g e d  w i t h  m y s t i c a l  d e t e r m i n i s m  i n  t h e  m a n n e r  
l a t e r  f o u n d  i n  H e g e l .  
T h e  b a s i c  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  a  G o d - g i v e n  p e r m a n e n t  o r d e r  e n a b l e d  B u r k e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  
t h e  c e n t r a l  f a l l a c y  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n  a n d  w h y  i t  w a s  s o  p r o d u c t i v e  o f  v i o l e n c e  
a n d  d e s t r u c t i o n .  F o r  a t  b o t t o m ,  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n ' s  r e f o r m s  r e s t e d  o n  t h e  s e n t i m e n t a l i s t  
m o r a l i t y  o f  t h e  i n n a t e  c o n s c i e n c e .  B e l i e v i n g  i n  t h i s  " i n n e r  l i g h t  o f  t h e  h e a r t , "  t h e  r e v o l u -
t i o n a r i e s  f e l t  t h a t  i t  w a s  n o t  o n l y  s a f e ,  b u t  j u s t  t o  d e s t r o y  t r a d i t i o n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  B u r k e ' s  
p o l i t i c a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  w i s d o m  c a u s e d  h i m  t o  d i s b e l i e v e  t h i s  n o t i o n  o f  m o r a l  s e l f -
s u f f i c i e n c y ,  w h i c h  " m a k e s  m a n  l i k e  t o  G o d . "  T h e  v o i c e  o f  c o n s c i e n c e  i s  s u b j e c t i v e ,  
a n d  w i l l  p r o m o t e  t h e  k i n d  o f  p r i d e  o f  c o n s c i e n c e  p r e g n a n t  w i t h  t e r r i b l e  a n d  u n r e -
s t r a i n e d  f a n a t i c i s m .  " A  n e w ,  s u b t l e  a n d  d e a d l y  s p e c i e s  o f  p r i d e "  i s  w h a t  t h e  N a t i o n a l  
A s s e m b l y  c a n o n i z e d  i n  i t s  l a w s ,  a n d  b e h i n d  t h i s  B u r k e  s a w  " t h e  i n s a n e  S o c r a t e s ,  t h e  
p r o f e s s o r  a n d  f o u n d e r  o f  t h e  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  v a n i t y . "  
F r o m  t h e  c o n s e n s u s  v i e w  o f  B u r k e  i t  s e e m s  w a r r a n t e d  t o  a s s u m e  t h a t ,  c o u l d  w e  h a v e  
h i m  h e r e  a n d  n o w  i n  t h e  f l e s h ,  h e  w o u l d  s u r e l y  d e p l o r e  t h e  i d e a  o f  c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  
b i c e n t e n n i a l  o f  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n .  A n y  c e r e m o n i e s  o f  h o n o r  a n d  g r a t e f u l  r e m e m -
b r a n c e  w o u l d  b e  a b s u r d ,  i n  h i s  v i e w .  B u t  a n n i v e r s a r i e s  a r e  n o t  a l w a y s  r e c a l l e d  o u t  
o f  a  s e n s e  o f  g r a t i t u d e ,  a n d  i t  i s  i n d e e d  i n t e r e s t i n g  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h e  b e s t - r e m e m b e r e d  
d a t e s  a r e  t h o s e  o f  u n m i t i g a t e d  d i s a s t e r s :  7  D e c e m b e r  a n d  2 9  O c t o b e r  c o m e  r e a d i l y  
t o  m i n d .  H i s t o r i c  e v e n t s  o f t e n  q u a l i f y  a s  s u c h  b e c a u s e  t h e y  d r i v e  h o m e  c e r t a i n  p o w e r -
f u l  i n s i g h t s  o r  c o s t l y  l e s s o n s .  T h e r e  i s  s o m e  r e a s o n  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  E d m u n d  
B u r k e  m i g h t  a p p r o v e  o f  a  c o m m e m o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  R e v o l u t i o n ,  s o  l o n g  a s  i t  i n c l u d e d  
t r u l y  a u t h e n t i c  r e e n a c t m e n t s  o f  t h e  e v e n t s  s e t  i n  t r a i n  i n  1 7 8 9 .  
S u c h  s u p p o s i t i o n  i s  b a s e d  o n  o n e  o f  B u r k e ' s  e a r l i e s t  w r i t i n g s ,  e n t i t l e d  A  P h i l o s o p h i -
c a l  I n q u i r y  i n t o  t h e  O r i g i n  o f  o u r  I d e a s  o f  t h e  S u b l i m e  a n d  t h e  B e a u t i f u l  ( 1 7 5 6 ) ,  a  t r e a t i s e  
w h i c h  b e l o n g e d  t o  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  y o u t h ,  b e f o r e  h e  f o u n d  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  v o c a t i o n .  T h e  
I n q u i r y ,  w h i c h  i n  s o m e  w a y s  h e r a l d e d  t h e  d a w n  o f  l i t e r a r y  a n d  a r t i s t i c  r o m a n t i c i s m ,  
i n v e s t i g a t e d  t h e  s e n t i m e n t s  t o  w h i c h  s u b l i m e  a n d  b e a u t i f u l  o b j e c t s  a p p e a l .  S o m e w h a t  
2 1  
surprisingly, the sublime seems to have been the more interesting to Burke. Beautiful 
things appeal to the sentiments of love, affection, tenderness and sympathy, all of which 
are necessary to civilized life as Burke conceived it. But sublime objects are those which 
appeal to "the passion of self-preservation." 
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger, that is to 
say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or 
operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime: that is, it 
is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. 
There is much about the sublime which is suitable to the French Revolution, espe-
cially when we list the sentiments and qualities which Burke insists are appropriate 
to the category: astonishment, fear, obscurity, power, strength, dread, privation, vast-
ness, infinitude, magnitude, difficulty, magnificence, loudness, uncertainty, bitterness, 
stench, animal cries, pain, and violence. Are these not the very elements of the French 
Revolution? Surely Burke felt it to have been one of the most sublime events in his-
tory. But what would be the point of contemplating it in 1989? 
Burke believed that human appreciation of the sublime was a gift of Providence, 
for without it men might fall into "a state of rest and inaction" dangerous to moral 
and physical well-being. Tragedy, for example, alerts us to the hazards of evil and 
injustice. In fact, terrible and awesome, the sublime exerts an irresistible and benefi-
cial attraction, which Burke could only describe as delight. "I am convinced," he wrote, 
"we have a degree of delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains 
of others." And this is especially noticeable in our historical tastes: "The prosperity 
of no empire, nor the grandeur of no king, can so agreeably affect in the reading, 
as the ruin of the state of Macedon and the distress of its unhappy prince." And this 
too is Providential, "as our Creator has designed that we should be united by the bond 
of sympathy, he has strengthened that bond by a proportional delight; and there most 
where our sympathy is most wanted - in the distress of others." 
One can almost hear Burke addressing the Revolutionary Bicentennial Commis-
sion in the following words: 
... there is no spectacle we so eagerly pursue, as that of some uncommon and 
grievous calamity; so that whether the misfortune is before our eyes, or whether 
they are turned back to it in history, it always touches with delight. This is not an 
unmixed delight, but blended with no small uneasiness. The delight we have 
in such things, hinders us from shunning scenes of misery; and the pain we feel 
prompts us to relieve ourselves in relieving those who suffer; and all this is antece-
dent to any reasoning, by an instinct that works us to its own purposes without 
our concurrence. 
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